
Niche separation was studied in two sympatric sunbird species in the Kivu Highlands (Republic of Zaire, Africa). Cyanomitra verticalis and Nectarinia kilimensis occur together in many parts of East and Central Africa and live, at least in the study area, in the same habitat. Nectarinia kilimensis is somewhat bigger and heavier than Cyanomitra verticalis. Bill size and shape are almost identical; small differences cannot be attributed to ecological or other facts.The food of both species consists of two different components. One of them is nectar (rich in carbohydrates) which they suck on flowers of shrubs and trees, especially on Erythrina tomentosa. No niche separation could be detected in their way of visiting flowers: they visit the same trees, often at the same time.The other component (rich in protein) consists of arthropods which represent about 10%, maximally up to 30% of the food. Here both species differ in catching methods as well as in the systematic composition of the prey: Cyanomitra verticalis searches on trunks and branches and collects predominantly spiders and cicada larvae; Nectarinia kilimensis catches insects on the wing, especially ants, beetles and tipulids. Both species may be limited by their requirement of arthropods, for the following reasons: 1. arthropod food is essential for both species and cannot be replaced by nectar; 2. availability of arthropods is restricted because both species have only few stereotype behavioural mechanisms for catching arthropods. Furthermore, arthropods are an important food resource for many other animals. It is proposed that the populations of Cyanomitra verticalis and Nectarinia kilimensis are limited by the arthropod supply in such a way that, in comparison, nectar is available in abundance. Thus, there is no competition for nectar. On the other hand, competition for arthropods, though present, is reduced by different feeding behaviour. Therefore Cyanomitra verticalis and Nectarinia kilimensis can coexist in the studied area.